THE THEME OF THE VOYAGE
AND THE MESSENGER

THE TRANSITION FROM THEORETICAL TEACHING
TO REAL EVENT OF THE SouL

Islamic gnosticism’s metaphor of choice for the spiritual adven-
ture is that of the voyage. Most often, it includes the figure of
a messenger, beckoning one towards the undertaking. The clas-
sic illustration of it is the heavenly ascension of the Prophet
Mohammed (the Mi’raj, Qur’an 17:1). During this night of
ecstasy, he was summoned by the angel Gabriel, who guided
him on a visit to the seven heavens, and the prophets who dwell
therein.

Mi’raj literature is considerable, with multiple orchestrations
and variations upon this theme. Some of them bring together a
variety of folkloric traditions. Others are based entirely upon
all the resources of speculative mysticism and the high philo-
sophical sciences, for the heavenly ascension of the Prophet has
been the prototype which all of these mystics have tried to relive
for themselves. Considered in this sense, this theme illustrates
something characteristic of Islamic spirituality: whatever the
conflicts that may have existed between prophetic religion and
mysticism, the former clears the way for the latter, which then
brings about the fulfillment of prophetic religion.

* Unpublished lecture given at the C.R.L conference at Chambéry in May,
1973. [Publisher’s Note: Probably Centre de Recherches Iraniennes]
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This same theme gives us a hint of the hidden reason as to
why the adventure of philosophy also represents, and presents,
itself in the form of a voyage. Just as the experience lived by the
Prophet is the prototype which compels each Islamic mystic to
strive to relive it, it is also true that, inasmuch as the philo-
sophical search is destined to culminate in mystical experience,
the philosopher’s vocation is therefore a preparation for that
experience. To the extent that this holds true, there is something
in common between the vocation of the philosopher and that
of the prophet. This is one of the central concerns of the
Ishragiyun, those Persian Platonists whose leading figure in the
twelfth century was Shihabuddin Yahya Suhrawardi. Along
with his philosophical writings, he left a whole series of mysti-
cal reports in which the theme of the voyage and the messen-
ger has a central place.

This twofold aspect of his work illustrates the profundity of
the author’s thought. He maintained that without a solid philo-
sophical foundation, the mystical experience is in danger of
going astray and degenerating; yet it is equally true that a philo-
sophical search which does not arrive at mystical experience, at
personal spiritual realization, is a vanity and a waste of time.'
This is why it is always best to read the term “gnosis” (‘irfan,
ma’arifat) in its original, technical sense of a knowledge which
never remains at a theoretical level: it is a salvational knowl-
edge, because it engages the spiritual, inner human being in the
way of deliverance and regeneration. This is the meaning of the
voyage to which we are invited by the various masters I have
discussed previously. This voyage transmutes philosophy into a
divine wisdom — etymologically, into a theosophia.

Y Cf. En Islam iranien..., the whole of volume IL
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We find a testimony of this sense of the voyage in the vast
work of a seventeenth-century Persian Platonist, Mullah Sadra
Shirazi. One of the greatest names in Iranian philosophy, he
has remained the guiding thinker in Iranian spirituality for gen-
eration after generation. Since the idea of a fourfold voyage is
a tradition among Islamic mystics, Mullah Sadra takes it as the
pattern upon which he structures his great summary of theo-
sophical philosophy, entitled “High Wisdom Concerning the
Four Spiritual Voyages.”

The first voyage is from the world of creatures towards
Divine Being. In this, the philosopher grapples with general
problems of physics, matter and form, and of substance and
accident. At its culmination, the philosopher-pilgrim experi-
ences fulfillment at the supersensible level of divine realities.

The second voyage moves from God, towards God, by means
of God: one travels with God and in God. Here, the pilgrim
never leaves the metaphysical plane; he is initiated into the
ilabiyat, or divine sciences (the divinalia), and into the questions
of the Divine Essence, and the divine names and attributes.

The third voyage begins from God to a re-entry into the crea-
turely world, but by means of God and in God. In effect, this
is an intellectual reversal of the first voyage, involving an initi-
ation into the Hierarchy of Intelligences and the supersensible
universes (the malakut and the Yabarut).

Finally, the fourth voyage begins in the creaturely world, and
travels in this same world, accomplished this time by God or
with God. Essentially, it is an initiation into knowledge of the
soul, into self-knowledge. This is, par excellence, what these

? Molla Sadra Shirazi, Le Livre des pénétrations métaphysiques, edited and
translated by H. Corbin, part of the collection Islam spirituel, Verdier, 1988,
p. 31. Also, see En Islam iranien... vol. IV,



